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should remain of vital interest to students—which is to say, in the spirit of lifelong
learning, all Classicists. The present volume offers a rich and engaging starting-point.
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Edward J. Watts,
Hypatia: The Life and Legend of an Ancient Philosopher.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017. Pp. 224. Cloth
(ISBN 978-0-19-021003-8) $29.95.
This volume is a detailed biography of Hypatia and at the same time an in-depth
social investigation into Alexandria in Late Antiquity and episodes of violence in
that city, which ultimately caused the death of the book’s protagonist. The author
succeeds in writing a sophisticated and source-grounded account of the life of the
most famous female philosopher of antiquity, which is also an engaging and accessible read.
From the first pages of the book, we are rightly reminded that the story of
Hypatia cannot be understood without an immersion in what Alexandria looked
like at the end of the fourth-beginning of the fifth century CE. The second chapter
offers a concise but dense account of the architectural, intellectual, and human landscapes in which the heroine acted: a multicultural megalopolis full of temples, which
were slowly transformed into churches, Alexandria was still a major centre of study,
where students enjoyed public libraries and spaces dedicated to teaching, learning,
and cultural debate. The architectural city was modulated according to class, ethnicity, and status, a fact that limited social interactions between people belonging to
different groups. Wealthy aristocrats and their acolytes, including scholars, resided
in their secluded palaces and gardens, while the lower classes lived in overcrowded
quarters, clustered around streets and buildings organised according to ethnic or
professional association criteria. Watts clarifies that the violence leading to Hypatia’s
murder cannot be explained in pure religious terms but rather as the outcome of
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more complex social and political dynamics caused by a crisis in a delicate system,
in which poor masses were sustained by public interventions, including those of the
Church of Alexandria.
In the following chapters, the author argues his case interweaving his main
arguments with the biography of the protagonist. Chapter 3, for instance, is devoted
to Hypatia’s education and at the same time is a detailed discussion of education
in Late Antique Alexandria and beyond, which makes good use of papyrological
and other evidence including the Theodosian Code. Through discussion of the different schools of philosophers present in Alexandria at the time, Watts highlights
the specific quality of Hypatia’s teaching and the backgrounds of her students. The
daughter of Theon, famous philosopher and teacher, she was probably trained by
her father, but developed her own specific form of philosophy in which math had a
major role. The author offers a detailed but clear account of the complexities of Late
Antique philosophy, which included different types of knowledge and practices. His
reconstruction of the developments in Late Antique Platonism and its division into
different streams explains in a clear way why philosophers ended up being involved
in politics. Theology and theurgy were tightly linked with theories and practices of
political power, and in the struggle to lead that kind of discourse successfully at the
imperial court, philosophers and other experts in religious matters could easily rise
to fame or fall in disgrace. In this respect, the book joins a welcome recent wave of
Anglo-Saxon studies, like E. Digeser’s A Threat to Public Piety: Christians, Platonists,
and the Great Persecution (2012), which finally addresses topics and themes already
explored in other academic traditions (for instance in Italy by Santo Mazzarino and
his school).
The book’s central chapters offer a lively account of the intellectual milieu surrounding Hypatia. The young sons of the imperial elite at the time—equally composed of Pagans and Christians—were formed at her school, such as her most famous student Synesius, later bishop of Cyrene and one of the best sources for the
reconstruction of the philosopher’s biography. Among the various interesting aspects
of Watts’ reconstruction, I especially liked the discussion of two major changes that
occurred during Hypatia’s time: the crisis of the classical idea of the philosopher as
a public intellectual and counsellor of the city’s political class, and the slow development of forms of social conflict that found their expression in a polarised opposition
between Pagans and Christians. As for the first change, Watts fruitfully analyses
many passages from the letters of Synesius written from Cyrene to various people,
in which he complains about his solitude and isolation as a philosopher. Although
in part a literary topos, the theme was used to depict a real situation. The crisis of the
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philosopher as a public intellectual merges with the second change, the explosion of
“religious” violence, in the meticulous reconstruction of the chain of events leading
to Hypatia’s assassination.
In modern interpretations, Hypatia has been transformed into many symbols,
as recalled in the last chapter. Her sex has certainly played a major role in each one
of these modern renditions. Watts, instead, tries to remain focussed on the ancient
sources in order to reconstruct a portrait of the historical Hypatia. A chapter of the
book is dedicated to ancient women philosophers and reminds the readers that there
were female scholars — certainly a minority — and some were quite famous even
though their works and memory have been lost. In general, the book does a good
job at pointing out that the scant extant knowledge of Hypatia’s deeds and teachings
came to us through the mediation of male testimonies, a fact that has a significant
impact on any attempt at finding true female voices when we write about ancient
history.
In the last decade of the fourth century, Hypatia became the leading public
philosopher of Alexandria. The philosopher and her mixed-gender group of students were connected through that form of spiritual love which was reserved for
an inner circle of initiated practitioners of the true philosophy, theorised by Plato
and his tradition. Watts interprets Hypatia’s choice of virginity as stemming from
those roots and appealing in late fourth-century Alexandria to both her Pagan and
Christian followers. Hypatia’s achievements — Watts explains — were possible due
to her familial background, her own abilities, and her capacity to overcome the many
obstacles she certainly encountered in a society in which women had far fewer rights
and opportunities than nowadays. She succeeded despite everything; she and her
school were the exception rather than the rule.
Her teaching and public action coincided with a period of change, in which
religious polarisation had increased and the role of Alexandrian bishops had become more and more political, as the Serapeum’s destruction and subsequent events
demonstrate. As Watts writes in his Conclusion: “The Serapeum destruction did
not dramatically change the religious realities of the Roman world, but it did force
people to recognize that their world had already changed in ways that they failed
to appreciate” (151). Theophilus, the winner of that conflict, and his successor Cyril
spent the following decades increasing their power through the establishment of
pious foundations all around the city and the consolidation of alliances with some
parts of the Byzantine aristocracy. In this new religious and political climate, Hypatia’s school, drawing together young members of the elite both Pagan and Christian
and guided by a woman, could have easily been seen as a centre of counter-culture by
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the bishop’s party and their followers. As a historian, Watts interprets the death of
the philosopher as a casualty in the wider context of a major political shift of powers.
At the beginning of the fifth century, in Alexandria a new leading group headed by
the bishop, i.e. the leader of a specific religious party, was taking over after decades
in which the city’s different powers, from the Byzantine governor to the local elite
including the most important teachers, philosophers, and Church leaders, had been
able to mediate their different interests. Through Watts’ lenses, Hypatia becomes an
achiever against all odds and a victim of a social conflict mainly enacted by men: to
a modern woman this all sounds terribly familiar.
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